4.2 THE HISTORY OF THE BYZANTINE EMPIRE
could be regained in two ways; through the Byzantine
civilization which continued to preserve and develop the Hel-
lenic inheritance, and through the oecumenical sovereignty
of its Church over the whole of the East*.1 Because of this
his stormy reign is of real historic importance. But Cantacu-
zenus only governed for a few years. In 1355 John V
Palaeologus, whom he had put into the background, over-
threw the usurper; but his long reign (1341-91) only
precipitated the decadence of the Empire. And although his
son Manuel II (1391—1425) was a distinguished prince of
whom it could be said 'that in more favourable times he
would have saved the Empire', it was now only too clear that
the Empire could no longer be saved. Manuel II and after
him his son John VIII (1425-48) could only devote them-
selves to the utmost of their ability to postponing the inevitable
catastrophe. The last emperor of the dynasty, Constantine
XI (1448-53), could do no more than die a heroic death in
defence of his capital when the walls were stormed by the
Turks. The fact was that even men of ability were unable to
arrest the decadence; circumstances were stronger than their
good intentions. There was no longer any remedy for the
conditions both external and internal which threatened the
Empire with ruin.
In face of the dangers from without, domestic unity,
tranquillity, and strength were essential. The period of the
Palaeologi, on the contrary, was full of civil strife, of
political, religious, and social struggles. First there were
incessant wars for the possession of the throne. Against
Andronicus II rose up his grandson, the future Andronicus
III, whom the old Emperor sought to deprive of his rights
to the throne, and for several years war laid waste the
Empire (1321-8); the final result was the fall of Andronicus
II. Then during the regency of Anne of Savoy there was
the usurpation of John Cantacuzenus (1341) followed by
the six years of conflict (1341—7) which divided the Byzan-
tine world and ended in the triumph of Cantacuzenus.
During the latter half of the fourteenth century the Empire
suffered from a succession of revolutions, and the serious
thing in all these civil wars was that the opposing parties
1 lorga, op. cit., vol. iii, p. 193.

